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 Undergraduate college students are faced with numerous stressors in their day to day life, 
many of which are affected by their individual identities. Research shows college is a time when 
students explore different facets of their identity, which can influence a student’s school 
performance and overall well-being. This study aims to identify which identities are at increased 
risk for stressors to affect an individual’s daily life. The main research of this study asks: How do 
various identities of University of South Carolina undergraduate students—such as race, gender, 
and sexual orientation—affect stressors and college satisfaction? In this study, stressors are 
defined as any event which can cause disruption to one’s well-being, and college satisfaction is 
measured through self-report perceptions of the respondents. 
This study was a secondary data analysis of the 2016 Campus Climate Undergraduate 
Survey (University of South Carolina, 2016). The survey was administered to all University of 
South Carolina undergraduates through email, and completion was optional. Analysis of this 
study had 354 individual responses to a short answer question. Each respondent was identified 
by race/ethnicity, gender, sexuality, and associated with a corresponding construct covered in the 
narrative data.  The most common constructs cross cutting identities were university structure, 
community, academics, positivity, and diversity. While the connotations of each construct varied 
with identity, these constructs influenced student stressors and college satisfaction to the largest 
degree. Further research is needed to explore the complexity of identity on stressors, and to 
compare the results of future Campus Climate Surveys to assess progress made towards making 
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On college campuses, students are exposed to a variety of stressors such as food and 
housing insecurities and to a lack of belonging. Stressors in turn can affect students’ mental 
health and well-being. According to Bhujade (2017), one in ten college students express 
emotional conflicts warranting professional help, and at any given time 25% of students show 
symptoms of depression. Not only do these stressors cause emotional distress, but they can 
influence school performance. Samuolis et al. (2015) performed the American College Health 
Association Assessment II and the Identity Distress survey to all students enrolled in a medium 
university in the Northeastern United States. This study linked identity distress with mental 
health. Students diagnosed with a mental health illness had a higher rate of identity distress than 
those without a diagnosed mental illness. In a study by Struthers, Perry, and Menec (2000), a 
negative correlation between stress levels and course performance was found, whereas 
individuals with lower stress levels tended to perform better than those with high stress levels.  
An additional study by Museus, Nichols, and Lambert (2008) adds to this assumption, 
asserting that academic success is directly linked to social integration on college campuses. 
Campuses with increased levels of prejudice and discrimination have an increase in psychosocial 
stress for individuals belonging to the groups that experience discrimination. This longitudinal 
five-year study at two- and four-year universities found that higher levels of academic 
involvement and a positive racial climate were linked to higher degree completion (Museus et 
al., 2008). For Asian students, a, “higher level of satisfaction with the racial climate associated 
with higher levels of academic performance, which, in turn, led to higher levels of degree 
completion” (Museus et al., 2008). African American students were more likely to complete their 




academic involvement. (Museus et al., 2008).  Thus, the perception of campus climate can 
influence academic involvement of students and perceptions of stress, which in turn affect degree 
completion. 
Perhaps one of the largest indicators of stressors on a student is linked to their race and 
ethnicity. In a study of Hispanic students, despite increasing enrollment of Hispanic students in 
higher education, there is a strong correlation between increased stress and decreased academic 
performance (Watson & Watson, 2016). Chavous (2005) explores this topic further through the 
effect of racial climate on white and African American students in predominantly white 
universities. White students who were not involved in many organizations were ambivalent to 
multiculturalism issues and thus, these students were not affected by the stressors affecting their 
African American counterparts. However, when students of all races were involved in multiple 
organizations or had increased interaction with individuals from other racial groups, there was a 
heightened sense of community and in turn satisfaction. This indicates involvement in 
organizations, and in turn a sense of community and belonging, relates to decrease in stressors, 
and a better sense of community and increase in campus satisfaction for all groups (Chavous, 
2005).  
An additional study by Hurtado, Alvarado, and Guillermo-Wann (2015), examined the 
link between with perceptions of campus climate and the salience of race—the process of 
actively thinking of one’s own racial identity. Interestingly, they related multiple social identities 
such as gender and sexuality to racial salience. Overall, the study found that over half of all 
white students seldom or never thought about their race, while all other racial and ethnic groups 
thought about their racial background often or very often. Individuals of non-majority racial 




increase the awareness of one’s race (Hurtado et al., 2015). The study also found that early 
socialization to racial groups different than one’s own is crucial to increase racial saliency and to 
dispel stereotypes.  
Many factors can affect student stressors, but this study will focus on identity. College is 
a time when new identities and roles can be explored (Luyckx, Klimstra. Schwartz, & Duriez, 
2013), and some identities are more likely to influence stressors than others. On predominantly 
white campuses like the University of South Carolina, students in minority groups can feel 
separated from the majority, which can lead to increased feelings of stress. According to the 
University of South Carolina Office of Diversity and Inclusion (n. d.), the student body of 
University of South Carolina Columbia is 76% white, 10% African American, 4% Hispanic, 3% 
two or more races, 2% Asian, 1.5% not listed, and .2% Native American. These skewed ratios 
can lead to a lack of belonging in the non-majority groups. Additionally, nested identities—such 
as a lesbian African American woman—can lead to different satisfaction levels. Nested identities 
are the intersectionality of multiple identities. Individuals may consider context when responding 
primarily as one identity rather than another, in relation to inclusivity, distance, and abstractness 
(Meisenback and Kramer, 2014). This causes individuals to relate to certain identities more than 
others, and have certain identities affect one’s life more than others. 
 Abes (2012) explores this topic by examining the effects of stressors on a white lower-
class lesbian on a college campus. While the student experienced increased stress due to her 
sexuality and social class, she was still benefiting from white privilege and did not experience 
stressors associated with racism. Her main cause of stress was society’s heteronormative ideals 
conflicting with her homosexual lifestyle, while her race and gender were not significant 




race is important in structuring their lives and in defining their identities. The intersectionality of 
identities can sometimes result in isolation from others (Abes, 2012).  In contrast, a sense of 
belonging influences community engagement, academic performance, and graduation (Fan, 
Luchok & Dozier, 2017).  
This literature review sets up the significance of why we should be concerned with how 
identity influences stressors that affect academic performance. Increased stressors can negatively 
impact academic performance, and in turn degree completion. While this study focuses more on 
the correlation between identity and various constructs of university life through survey 
responses, this literature review frames the importance of the effects of identity. Further targeted 
studies, including longitudinal studies, are needed to more accurately link satisfaction to identity 




This study utilized the 2016 Campus Climate Survey, administered by email to all 
undergraduate students at the University of South Carolina (University of South Carolina, 2016). 
While the attempt was to get a census of the undergraduate student body, only 3474 of the 
23,315 undergraduate students completed the survey (University of South Carolina, 2016). It 
consisted of 171 questions, addressing both demographic and campus climate topics. Roughly 
63% of participants were female, 34% were male, and the other 3% were not listed, non-
cisgender, or preferred not to disclose. The most common sexual orientations were roughly 70% 
heterosexual, 22% unlisted, and the remaining 8% were part of the LBGT+ community. 78% of 
participants were white, 8% were African American, 8% were multiple races, and 4% were 




Islander. In order to keep participants and responses anonymous, all participants names were 
redacted, and instead were identified with generated ID numbers. While there was a master list 
matching the respondents to their answers, this researcher did not have access to that document. 
The survey consisted of multiple choice and short answer narratives. Of the qualitative 
responses, the majority were “expanded” or write in options and did not garner a large quantity 
of responses.  
PURPOSE AND RESEARCH QUESTION 
The purpose of this study is to identify which identities are at increased risk for 
stressors that may affect an individual’s daily life. The main research of this study asks: 
How do various identities of undergraduate students—such as race, gender, and sexual 




This secondary analysis survey review consisted of qualitative narrative data. The 
narrative data were chosen due to its depth and ability to gauge unique responses of individuals. 
Additionally, quantitative data were examined in a previous study.  Data were collected from the 
2016 Undergraduate Campus Climate Survey from Question 171 which reads “Please use the 
space below to elaborate on any of the questions on the survey and to comment on any other 
aspect of your undergraduate experience not covered in the questionnaire.” This was not a 
required question, and respondents were at liberty to write how much or how little they chose. 




“no comment” and were not included in the final calculations. As such, the final data set 
included 354 undergraduate students. 
IDENTITY CODING 
The next step in the data collection process was to organize the data. The race/ethnicity, 
gender, and sexuality were determined for each student. While other demographics were 
included in the survey—such as religion and political affiliation—these are the three main 
identities on which this study focused. These three main identities are the generally the most 
salient that are also most likely to affect individuals on a daily basis. During the survey, 
participants were able to select their race/ethnicity, gender, and sexuality, along with other 
demographics. The university provided information for race/ethnicity and gender. Self-identified 
information was utilized whenever possible, however, if the participant did not self-identify, the 
university-provided data was used. If there was no demographic information listed, then the 
individual was labeled as “not listed” for that specific quantifier. The following labels were used 
for race/ethnicity, gender, and sexuality. 
Race/Ethnicity Gender Sexuality 
Asian Female Bisexual 
African American Genderqueer Gay 
Hispanic Male Heterosexual 
Multiple Multiple Lesbian 
Not Listed Non-Binary Multiple 
White Not Listed Not Listed 
  Prefer not to disclose Other 
  
Transgender Male Prefer Not to Disclose 
  Transgender Female Queer 
    Questioning 






Next, the narrative data were read and coded for constructs mentioned in the response. 
Using thematic analysis, the narrative data was examined for patterns of themes within 
responses, and construct codes were created. It is a flexible method, where the categories are 
based on the data, and can encompass any pattern present in the data (Braun and Clarke, 2006).   
In this process, each response was read at least twice. On the first read through, preliminary main 
ideas of each response were listed. Next, all the ideas were read through to look for patterns in 
the main ideas, with assistance from the thesis director. The data patterns were then condensed 
into 21 main codes, encompassing the main ideas of the data. Each response was not limited to a 
certain number of codes, rather how many constructs were mentioned related to how many codes 
were used. If there were multiple codes, the individual was labeled “multiple,” and the various 
codes were listed and analyzed separately. The definition/criteria of each code are below: 
• Academics: academics, grading, class size, professors and TAs 
• Communication: communication from the University to students, ability to ask 
questions in class, amongst other students 
• Community: of belonging, community involvement, lack of community 
• Disabilities: office of disabilities, mental health, and any other listed disability, 
accessibility of campus and resources for those with disabilities 
• Discrimination: against races, genders, sexualities, or any other identity 
• Diversity: cultural acceptance, inclusion, racial, of genders, of sexualities, of ideologies 




• LGBT+: non-straight sexualities, non-cisgender, LGBT housing, gender neutral 
bathrooms 
• Multiple: any individual whose response included multiple codes  
• Non-Traditional: transfer students, veterans, commuters, students of varying ages 
• Other: what does not fall into any other listed category, time management, feminism, 
deficit managed, deficit on the university 
• Political Correctness: mention of politically correct ideas 
• Political Views: political ideologies 
• Positive: general positivity for the University, survey, or in general 
• Race/Ethnicity: mention of races, ethnicity 
• Religion: religious holidays, religious beliefs 
• Safety: personal, sexual assault, on University of South Carolina campus 
• Speech: freedom of speech, hate speech 
• Student Life: athletics, Greek life, sporting events 
• Survey: general comment about the survey, it’s proctoring, or questions 
• University Structure: on campus housing, parking, various offices, infrastructure, 
advising, student health system, meal plan and dining, administration 
DATA SORTING 
Once the coding was complete, the identities and codes were analyzed together. To begin, 
data was sorted by nested identities. For this study, identities were studied by race/ethnicity, then 
gender, then sexuality. The number of respondents and identities were recorded for 




(Appendix 1, Tables 3-7). This order resulted in subgroups with the largest number of 
respondents. Finally, the same process was done, but with the codes associated with each identity 
(Appendix 1, Table 8). For each of these data steps, the number of respondents, and percentage 
of the population were recorded. By analyzing the data in this manner, trends across the 
identities were easily visible. All analysis was completed on Microsoft Excel, which was 




Of the 354 respondents, 58.47% were female, 38.42% male, 1.41% preferred not to 
disclose, 6.00% were transgender males, and 0.28% were genderqueer (appendix 1, table 3).  
 
Figure 1: Overall gender of respondents 
The breakdown for race/ethnicity is as follows: 78.81% white, 8.47% African American, 




were no individuals of Native American or Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander descent to 
complete Question 171. 
 
Figure 2: Overall race/ethnicity of respondents 
Sexuality had the largest variety of responses, heterosexual was the most common with 83.90%, 
followed by prefer not to disclose (2.54%), and the two least common were queer (0.85%) and 
lesbian and other (each with 1.13%) (appendix 1, table 5).  
 





The breakdown of nested identities with the analyses of each racial group will be mentioned later 
in this section. 
OVERALL CONSTRUCT CODES  
As noted earlier, there was a grand total of 21 separate codes used in the analysis. Each 
participant’s response was labeled with at least 1 code, while multiples had between two to five 
separate codes. Thus, the grand total of data resulted in 645 codes across 354 participants 
(Appendix I, figure 8). In total, the most common codes were university structure (22.91%), and 
positive (13.48%), and academics (11.24%). The least common codes were speech, safety, 
religion, and gender (each with 0.94%). For no repeated codes, the most common were 
university structure (32.27%), academics (15.45%), and positive (10.91%) (appendix I, figure 9). 
The least common singular codes were race/ethnicity, speech, political correctness, and political 
views each with 0.45%. Of the multiple codes, the most common were positive (15.29%), 
university structure (14.65%) and academics (8.28%) (appendix I, figure 10). The least common 





Of the Asian respondents, there was very little repetition of codes (appendix 1, table 8). 
The sample size was relatively small (6 individuals, 1.69% of the population). There were two 
female heterosexuals, one female with unlisted sexuality, and two male heterosexuals. Of these 
respondents, university structure was mentioned the most, with two-thirds of the Asian subgroup 




administration offices, and financial aid. There were few trends amongst the various genders and 
sexualities, except that each sexuality group mentioned academics and university structure at 
least once. One female heterosexual was, “unsatisfied with the faculty/class surveys that we are 
constantly taking […] the professor probably had semesters of years of bad reviews, but nothing 
was ever done because the professors had tenure” (academics). A female with unlisted sexuality 
noted how difficult it was to, “form bonds with professors and faculty” due to large class size 
(academics, university structure).  
 
Figure 4: Asian nested identities breakdown by gender, sexuality, and construct code 
While most responses were outside the scope of this project, one male heterosexual spoke 
of the climate towards transfer students. He states: “The campus needs to be made more 
welcoming for non-traditional (transfer) students. There also should be more financial aid 




(nontraditional, university structure). Another heterosexual male comments on the lack of 
communication between students and administration, and that the, “ university need[s] to allow 
new students to understand all the offices we offer, [he] personally did not know more than half 
of those existed [...] so we need to do a better job for students to recognize what we offer and 
how they can help” (communication, university structure). 
AFRICAN AMERICAN 
 There was a total of 30 African American respondents (appendix 1, table 8). 23 were 
females (22 heterosexual and one not listed sexuality). Of the seven males, two were gay and 
five were heterosexual. The most common responses over all were university structure (12), and 
diversity (5). The least mentioned codes were safety, race/ethnicity, other, nontraditional, 
discrimination, and communication, each with one response. All four positive codes were from 
females, as well as all five mentions of diversity. One female heterosexual noted her, 
“undergraduate experience has been pretty good so far. [She is] only a sophomore, so [she has] a 
considerable amount of time for exploration and joining different organizations” (positive, 
university structure). At least two female heterosexuals spoke of the need for a university 
sanctioned course in diversity. One noted, she, “believe[s] that a course on cultural acceptance 
and understanding should be required as part of Carolina core” (diversity). An additional student 
echoes this sentiment that she, “would like to see more diversity inclusive events and maybe 





Figure 5: African American nested identities breakdown by gender, sexuality, and construct code 
The only mention of race/ethnicity came from a gay male, where he noted that his race: 
“is a factor when it comes to feeling isolated. [he] do[esn]’t feel included on many occasions” 
(community, race/ethnicity), instead of due to other identities such as male or gay. Another 
student—a female heterosexual—noted community can be improved since, “the campus should 
have events that ALL students can participate in” (community, university structure).  Despite 
only one instance of discrimination in this subgroup, one female heterosexual noted she has, 
“been called [n-word] several times while I was a RM and near the Carolina Gardens” 
(discrimination). Males were more likely to talk about codes pertaining to university structure, 




“toooooooooooo long” (survey), and another questioned the answer choices, stating, “this survey 
should have better answer options” (survey). 
HISPANIC 
 There was a total of 18 Hispanic participants (appendix 1, table 8). Nine were female, 
with eight being heterosexual and one being a lesbian. Seven were male heterosexuals, one was a 
transgender male with other sexuality, and one multiple gender and gay. The most common code 
was positive (7), followed by university structure (5). The least common codes were 
discrimination, diversity, non-traditional, other, and safety (1). The only mention of 
discrimination came from a gay multiple gender individual who found that, “people feel liberated 
as young adults on a college campus but still have southern prejudices [...] they don't understand 
that discrimination (racism) exists, and they don't understand or even want to believe in anything 
except for white supremacy” (communication, discrimination, community). A female lesbian 
remarked on the shortcomings of the university with sexual violence education, and that while, 
“USC does a great job with education […] the education that the school gives towards sexual 





Figure 6: Hispanic nested identities breakdown by gender, sexuality, and construct code 
Males were more likely to respond with university structure, while those not of cisgender 
were more likely to discuss communication. The most common aspects of university structure 
addressed by males were administration, the shuttle service, and parking. Females were more 
likely to discuss race/ethnicity than other genders. One heterosexual female notes that while, 
“Carolina is really trying to make the campus diverse and inclusive [...] there should be a 
mandatory course give[n] as a freshman, or making it a part of Carolina Core to teach students 
how to be racially aware and aware of sexual orientation” (diversity, race/ethnicity, 
LGBT).  Perhaps the largest range of constructs was covered by the transgender male 
respondent, encompassing communication, disabilities, LGBT, and university structure. He 




freshman; gender neutral bathrooms in every building for all students, explicit inclusion of 
‘gender identity and gender expression’ in the non-discrimination clause [...] buildings need to be 
updated to meet accessibility standards” (communication, disabilities, LGBT, university 
structure).  
MULTIPLE RACES OR ETHNICITIES 
 Of those of multiple race/ethnicity, there were 20 respondents (appendix 1, table 8). 
Eleven were females, eight of which were heterosexual, one multiple sexualities, one preferred 
not do disclose, and one was queer. Of the eight males, one was gay, seven were heterosexual, 
and one was other sexuality. One respondent preferred not to disclose gender or sexuality. 
Diversity, and university structure were the most common codes (5), while community, 
disabilities, LBGT, political views, religion, and student were the least common (1). A female 
heterosexual remarked that during her time at the university she, “would’ve like[ed] to come 
here and had more opportunity to be involved in things” (community). One male gay respondent 
posed a meta comment and described the crux of this study in that he, “would hope that 
demographics are connected to answers, so that whoever is viewing these responses can draw 






Figure 7: Multiple nested identities breakdown by gender, sexuality, and construct code 
There was no common theme among non-heterosexual individuals. Women were more 
likely than men to discuss diversity, while men were more likely to discuss university structure. 
Diversity was a common topic, with one female heterosexual noting, “there needs to be more 
multicultural events that are seen and announced widely” (Diversity). Furthering diversity, a 
female who preferred not to disclose sexuality explained while she, “appreciates the initiative of 
the university trying to be diverse, but there could be more measures taken. I don’t feel like [it’s] 
very inclusive here” (diversity, race/ethnicity). Adding to this point, a heterosexual male 
commented that while he “personally enjoy[ed] [his] time here but can see why other people may 




who commented on discrimination was an Asian and white heterosexual female, who remarked 
that she has, “been discriminated against for being a southern white Christian. The only tolerance 
is if you are not Christian and not white” (discrimination, diversity, religion, race/ethnicity). A 
female of multiple sexualities commented on the identities noted in the survey, saying, “race is 
irrelevant—sexual preference and identity is irrelevant. By irrelevant [she means] it shouldn’t 
matter to the university or the state or the government” (LGBT, race/ethnicity). 
NOT LISTED 
 There was only one individual who did not have a listed or provided race/ethnicity 
(appendix 1, table 8). Thus, this sample is very small, and is included for continuity and 
discussion reasons. The respondent was a gay male and discussed university structure. He notes, 
“advising is an area that needs some revamping, rehabilitation, or scrapping and beginning anew 
altogether” (university structure). However, no comments in this section pertain to the scope of 
the study. 
WHITE 
 This racial/ethnic group was the largest, and thus has the most diversity of identities 
within the group (appendix 1, table 8). Of the 278 respondents, 160 were female, 111 male, four 
preferred not to disclose, one was multiple genders, one was genderqueer, and one was a 
transgender male. Of the females, three were bisexual and lesbian, 140 were heterosexual, six 
were multiple sexualities, two were unlisted, four preferred not to disclose, and two were 
questioning. The one genderqueer participant was queer. Two males were another sexuality, four 




unlisted, one was queer, and two were questioning. There was one heterosexual transgender 
male, and one multiple gender multiple sexuality individual. Of those who prefer not to disclose 
gender, one was heterosexual, and three preferred not to disclose sexuality. 
Overall the most common codes were university structure (90), positive (60), academics 
(48), and community (35). The least mentioned codes were gender (5), speech (5), religion (4), 
and safety (3). There were 247 total codes listed, both as singular and part of multiples (appendix 
I, figure 11). Females were more likely to have codes for positive, diversity, student life, and 
disabilities than men. However, men were more likely to comment on the survey and LGBT. 
There were comparable mentions of communication, gender, and other. Those outside the 
cisgenders spoke of diversity, positive, and LGBT. Those who prefer not to disclose gender 
commented the most on positive, while also touching on communication, the survey, and gender. 
Non heterosexuals did not mention LGBT, diversity, or discrimination any more times than their 
straight counterparts. However, straight males were more likely to report discrimination (8) than 
any other group in this cohort.  
 Female bisexuals commented the most on academics (2), while discrimination was 
mentioned by one individual. She commented on the climate of the campus where she “ha[s]to 
pass by Greene Street preachers shouting about ‘homos belong in hell,’ ‘gay marriage is an 
abomination,’ etc. [she] realize[s] freedom of speech and religion are important, but what about 
the students simply trying to get an education being harassed by hate speech?” (discrimination, 
speech). Females of multiple sexualities spoke the most of university structure (3), academics 
(2), and positive (2). One female with questioning sexuality explored the effects of race and 




perspective on racial issues than my race classifies me as. I feel like there is no real community 
for my ethnic group and I feel like there is no representation for ethnic groups themselves; there 
is just a focus on race” (community, race, positive). Females who prefer not to disclose sexuality 
were likely to discuss university structure (3), and diversity and positive (2). The genderqueer 
queer individual commented on diversity. Specifically focusing on inclusion, this student noted 
that there are, “faculty and staff who try to keep people from living their authentic and honest 
truths” (diversity). 
Female heterosexuals had a wide range of codes. University structure (49) and positive 
(38) were the most common codes, while safety, race/ethnicity, and gender (2) were the least 
common.  There 23 instances of community in this subgroup. For example, one female 
commented, “it can be difficult to make friends with such a large environment” (community), 
and another felt, “as if USC needs to provide more availabilities to get involved as feel as if you 
are part of something” (community). Additionally, there were 16 mentions of diversity among 
this group. A nontraditional student noted the, “university does not embrace age diversity [...] I 
felt isolated and alone. [...] There are no groups that I am aware of for non-traditional students” 
(diversity, nontraditional), and the sentiment was echoed in another nontraditional student who 
noted as, “an older student and a mom and feel that it is difficult to fit in” (nontraditional, 
diversity).  One female commented on both diversity and discrimination stating that while she, 
“loved my experience here at Carolina [...] as a heterosexual white individual, it is hard for me to 
comment on the presence or absence of discrimination against other races or ethnicities or sexual 
orientations. I have not witnessed or experienced discrimination or prejudice, but I know people 
that have told me a different story” (discrimination, diversity). Another student notes the blatant 




disappointment since arriving at USC. [...]I will always be chosen second in the STEM fields 
after the smartest boy, even if he’s much dumber than me” (academics, discrimination). One 
particularly colorful individual noted her feelings towards the survey as a:  
gigantic crock of horse manure. I'm sick and tired of all of these 'Special Snowflakes' [...] 
Be your own Man. 'Diversity' is racist and code for Anti-White, and I'm sick of it. 
America used to be a Melting Pot where you changed YOUR ways to fit in, not the other 
way around. If you don't like America, GTFO. Go somewhere else where they will put up 
with your 'Feelings’. (Survey, diversity, political correctness) 
Bisexual and gay men had no repeated codes, but mentioned political correctness, speech, 
diversity, and LGBT. A bisexual male wrote about the overlap of censorship and art on campus 
and how he was, “concerned with the growing movement of political correctness [...] While 
being inclusive is important it should never come at the expense of someone's rights. As an artist 
censorship is far more insidious than form of hate” (speech, political correctness).  
Heterosexual males commented most on university structure (29), academics (19), and 
positive (12). One individual wrote about a multicultural experience where he, “now live[s] with 
an Arabic roommate at first [he] thought [he] would hate but [he] actually love[s] having him 
here” (positive, diversity). There was also substantial mention of race/ethnicity (10), LGBT (9), 
and discrimination and diversity (8). A somewhat common thread among comments in this group 
was discrimination towards straight white males. As one individual puts it, “as a White, 
Christian, male, straight person, in the current climate [he] feels like [he is] assaulted and blamed 




even know my name, or even know I exist” (discrimination, political correctness, race/ethnicity, 
LGBT). Another student comments on the climate towards white males and how, “Now days 
there is more prejudice against white people, especially white males, than prejudice held by us 
towards others, whether that be ethnicity, race, or gender. Don't let the University of South 
Carolina become a 'safe space' where education is no longer education” (community, 
discrimination, LGBT, race/ethnicity). However, others commented on the structural 
components of discrimination through the University of South Carolina, and that, “the University 
needs to be the first to respond to these issues. For example, the fact that we have a building on 
campus named after a segregationist senator, Strom Thurmond, is an embarrassment to [him]self 
and to the university and requires immediate change if we truly do want to fix some of the race 
based issues on campus” (discrimination, race, political views, LGBT). 
Males who were not heterosexual had a variety of codes, most common was community 
(2), and university structure (2). A male of not listed sexuality remarked how, “there is a lack of 
events or activities on campus […] there should be more of these to bring students together in a 
non-academic way” (community). The transgender male heterosexual commented on positive, 
while the multiple gender and sexuality individual commented on LGBT. Those who prefer not 
to disclose gender most often commented on positive (2), while there was mention of gender, 
and communication (1). One individual who preferred not to disclose gender or sexuality 
commented “it[‘s] only male and female” (gender). 
DISCUSSION 
There are several conclusions to take away from this study. To begin, the most common 




diversity. While academics and university structure may be outside the realm of the study, 
community, diversity, and positivity directly relate to stressors and identity. The large presence 
of positive codes across almost every racial and ethnic identity (except Asian) indicates the 
students who completed this survey are content with their University of South Carolina 
experience. This crosscuts race, gender, and sexuality, appearing in almost every nested identity 
at least once. In terms of community, the commonality suggests a sense of belonging is 
important to these students. Comments pertaining to community ranged from a strong sense, to a 
lack of, to everything in between. A lack of community was common among students who did 
not engage in campus sponsored events, either due to a discrepancy in demographics (such as 
being a nontraditional student), or a lack of communication about community events.  
The topic of diversity was split into positives and negatives among respondents. While 
this code was heavily noted by every race (except for Asian and non-listed), the meaning was 
heavily dependent on the individual’s identities. White heterosexuals were more likely to paint 
diversity in a negative light, commonly linking it with discrimination towards individuals of their 
own identities. Individuals from African American, Hispanic, and multiple races/ethnicities were 
more likely to discuss how campus is in need of increased diversity and acceptance by both the 
university and its students. However, there were a few outliers who had swapped views and 
identities from above. Regardless of the connotation, this study indicates diversity plays a major 
part on the lives of undergraduate students and their perceived university experience.  
Additionally, there was strong desire for the University to increase diversity and 
community involvement for all individuals. The idea to increase diversity through university 
sponsored was common amongst female heterosexuals of nonwhite races. The topic was 




heterosexual females. They all noted that there is more the University can do to increase 
diversity, and awareness of diversity on campus. By including a mandatory course, all students 
will be exposed to new views and people, broadening their views and creating more well-
rounded students. Though mostly covered by females, a white heterosexual male explored how 
the university needs to move from the University’s racist past. By accepting the complicated 
history, the university can move forward and be more inclusive to all individuals by 
implementing new policies and executing name changes. Additionally, many white heterosexual 
students wanted more opportunities to interact with others on campus. Opportunities should be 
better advertised and marketed to the whole Carolina community, so everyone has a chance to 
belong.  
Finally, discrimination affected roughly 4% of the students who answered the survey. As 
seen above, African American heterosexual females, Gay multiple gender Hispanics, multiple 
race males and females, white female bisexuals, and white heterosexual males and females, have 
all witnessed or experienced at least one form of discrimination. Some respondents were victim 
to racial slurs, condemnation of sexuality, and blatant racism or sexism. Just one incident of 
discrimination is too many, and the fact there were at least 17 instances of discrimination is 
unacceptable. More needs to be done at every level to ensure individuals are not actively 
discriminated against. Discrimination is intimately linked to identity and affects those of non-
majority identities differently than those of majority identities. While white heterosexuals 
reported discrimination based on race and perceptions, they do not face the institutional and 
ingrained discrimination rooted in racism and homophobia in this country. However, a study by 
Sellers and Shelton (2003) explains how, “perceiving racial discrimination more frequently 




discrimination claims, just the perception of discrimination leads to psychological distress in 
individuals. 
Individuals with minority identities will face more stressors and have lower satisfaction 
than students with majority identities, as previous literature in the field suggests (e.g., Bhujade, 
2017; Abes, 2012; Watson & Watson, 2016). Due to the current socio-political culture, it is 
important to address the stresses individuals of various identities face. It is known that stressors 
can affect all aspects of a student’s life, including satisfaction with the University. Topics like 
community, diversity, and discrimination are common among students, and steps should be taken 
to mitigate these issues. 
 
LIMITATIONS 
 Due to the retrospective nature of this study, there are several limitations. To begin, this 
retrospective study only allows analysis of recorded data. Thus, it is at the mercy of the questions 
asked, and their internal validity. Since the survey was not mandatory, nor was Question 171, the 
results were affected by self-selection. Thus, individuals were allowed to answer the question 
and survey on their own volition. As is with most optional data, individuals who answered most 
likely had strong opinions, whether positive or negative, thus excluding large portions of the 
population who had neutral responses. Another limitation is that not all undergraduate students 
completed the survey. While it was administered via email, some constraints may have been 
time, and access to technology. Additionally, many of the nested identities resulted in very small 
sample sizes. As such, it is difficult to get an unbiased idea of what is affecting these individuals.  
Finally, the interpretation of qualitative data leaves room for error. In group and outgroup bias 
were not formally analyzed when formulating the construct codes. The researcher and the thesis 




through reflexive means. Respondents may have also have been misclassified or the meaning of 
their responses may have been misunderstood, due to the relation of the individual to other 
groups. However, nested identities responses were examined in this research, giving more 
insights into the role of identities in relation to responses. The data was read and coded multiple 
times and reviewed by the thesis advisor. Still as with all survey and narrative research, biases 
must be considered when attempting to accurately interpret what an individual was meaning to 
say. The breadth of the comments indicates every attempt was made to let respondents speak in 
their true voice.  
FURTHER STUDIES 
 
Further studies should look into the stressors affecting certain individuals. Comparing the 
results of the Campus Climate surveys over the course of several years will show where constant 
faults and positives are, and if there is any improvement across the campus. Additionally, there 
were several responses outside the scope of this study, which should be examined. Many 
students identified faults with the university structure (specifically advising, and parking), and 
these deficits should be addressed. There were dozens of comments pertaining to parking, all 
echoing the sentiment of, “FIX THE PARKING SITUATION AT THIS SCHOOL”. While not 
directly related to student identities, lacking accessible parking is a source of stress which can be 
mitigated by the University improving the parking situation. Advising was another major area of 
complaint, the following quote sums up the student’s general consensus, “advising is my biggest 
complaint, horrible outside of the honors college in my experience and in the experiences of my 
close friends and peers”. Poor advising can cause a student to fall behind on degree progress, 




individual. Several faculty members were called out by name, and administration should deal 
with the accusations and complaints. While not necessarily relating to identity, these topics are 
causing stress to individuals and should be evaluated.  
Eventually, the results can be used to instate guided programs to increase inclusivity, and 
decrease stressors on these at-risk individuals, which can be established at an individual, school, 
and workforce level. Change can only occur if the university acts, and it would be a shame to let 
this data sit unused. Several students indicated the need for formal diversity training or classes 
required in the curriculum. By implementing courses that specifically cover diversity, campus 
climate can improve for all students. Broadening student’s outlook is critical for success at the 
university and later in life. The findings of this study have very real effects on individuals’ lives, 
and it is the responsibility of the university to act upon the findings.  
CONCLUSION 
 By analyzing narrative data pertaining to campus climate, this thesis shows how various 
identities affect stressors and college satisfaction. Community and diversity are large constructs 
that are visible in almost all identities. Their effects on belonging and college satisfaction 
strongly influence the daily life of students, and their overall well-being. Non-majority students 
experienced harsh discrimination, while majority students perceived discrimination. However, 
positive constructs were numerous across all identities, and indicate while there is room for 
improvement, students are enjoying their time here and are able to thrive. It is important to 
realize the small sample size and representative nature of this study is not all inclusive and can 
only be used as a diagnostic tool to gain a better idea of identities and their effect on stressors. 
Moving forward it is important to compare these results with those of subsequent Campus 




experiences of individuals of different identities. It is hoped this data will allow the creation of 
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Academics 60 9.30% 34 15.45% 26 8.28% 
Communication 12 1.86% 2 0.91% 10 3.18% 
Community 41 6.36% 14 6.36% 27 8.60% 
Disabilities 14 2.17% 2 0.91% 12 3.82% 
Discrimination 17 2.64% 4 1.82% 13 4.14% 
Diversity 42 6.51% 16 7.27% 26 8.28% 
Gender 5 0.78% 4 1.82% 1 0.32% 
LGBT+ 20 3.10% 2 0.91% 18 5.73% 
Multiple 111 17.21% 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 
Non-Traditional 23 3.57% 13 5.91% 10 3.18% 
Other 17 2.64% 9 4.09% 8 2.55% 
Political 
Correctness 9 1.40% 1 0.45% 8 2.55% 
Political Views 9 1.40% 2 0.91% 7 2.23% 
Positive 72 11.16% 24 10.91% 48 15.29% 
Race/Ethnicity 21 3.26% 1 0.45% 20 6.37% 
Religion 5 0.78% 2 0.91% 3 0.96% 
Safety 5 0.78% 2 0.91% 3 0.96% 
Speech 5 0.78% 1 0.45% 4 1.27% 
Student Life 14 2.17% 2 0.91% 12 3.82% 
Survey 26 4.03% 14 6.36% 12 3.82% 
University Structure 117 18.14% 71 32.27% 46 14.65% 
Total 645 100% 220 100% 314 100% 





Female 207 58.47% 
Genderqueer 1 0.28% 




Multiple 3 0.85% 
Transgender 
Male 2 0.56% 
Prefer Not to 
Disclose 5 1.41% 
Total 354 100% 
Table 3: Respondent gender and percentage of total population 
Race Respondents (n) Percentage 
Asian 6 1.69% 
African American 30 8.47% 
Hispanic 17 4.80% 
Multiple 21 5.93% 
Not Listed 1 0.28% 
White 279 78.81% 
Total 354 100% 




Bisexual 7 1.98% 
Gay 8 2.26% 
Heterosexual 297 83.90% 
Lesbian 4 1.13% 
Multiple 9 2.54% 
Not Listed 9 2.54% 
Other 4 1.13% 
Prefer Not to 
Disclose 9 2.54% 
Queer  3 0.85% 
Questioning 4 1.13% 
Total 354 100% 









Figure 9: Occurrence of single construct codes 
 





























Asian Female 4 1.13% 
Asian Male 2 0.56% 
African 
American Female 24 6.78% 
African 
American Male 7 1.98% 
Hispanic Female 9 2.54% 
Hispanic Male 7 1.98% 
Hispanic transgender (M) 1 0.28% 
Hispanic multiple 1 0.28% 
Multiple Female 11 3.11% 
Multiple Male 8 2.26% 
Multiple 
prefer Not to 
Disclose 1 0.28% 
not listed male 1 0.28% 
White Female 160 45.20% 
White Genderqueer 1 0.28% 
White Male 111 31.36% 
White transgender (M) 1 0.28% 
White Multiple 1 0.28% 
White 
Prefer Not to 
Disclose 4 1.13% 
 Total 354 100% 














Race  Gender Sexuality 
Respondents 
(n) Percentage 
Asian Female Heterosexual 3 0.85% 
Asian Female Not Listed 1 0.28% 
Asian Male Heterosexual 2 0.56% 
African 
American Female Heterosexual 23 6.50% 
African 
American Female Not Listed 1 1.06% 
African 
American Male Gay 2 0.56% 
African 
American Male Heterosexual 5 1.41% 
Hispanic Female Heterosexual 8 2.26% 
Hispanic Female Lesbian 1 0.28% 
Hispanic Male Heterosexual 7 1.98% 
Hispanic transgender male other 1 0.28% 
Hispanic Multiple gay 1 0.28% 
Multiple Female Heterosexual 8 2.26% 
Multiple Female Lesbian 0 0.00% 
Multiple Female Multiple 1 0.28% 
Multiple Female 
Prefer Not to 
Disclose 1 0.28% 
Multiple Female Queer 1 0.28% 
Multiple Male gay 1 0.28% 
Multiple Male Heterosexual 6 1.69% 
Multiple Male Other 1 0.28% 
Multiple Multiple Gay 0 0.00% 
Multiple 
Prefer Not to 
Disclose 
Prefer Not to 
Disclose 1 0.28% 
Not Listed Male Gay 1 0.28% 
White  Female Bisexual 3 0.85% 
White  Female Heterosexual 140 39.55% 
White  Female Lesbian 3 0.85% 




Race  Gender Sexuality 
Respondents 
(n) Percentage 
White  Female Not Listed 2 0.56% 
White  Female 
Prefer Not to 
Disclose 4 1.13% 
White  Female Questioning 2 0.56% 
White  Genderqueer Queer 1 0.28% 
White  Male Other 2 0.56% 
White  Male Bisexual 4 1.13% 
White  Male Gay 3 0.85% 
White  Male Heterosexual 94 26.55% 
White  Male Multiple 1 0.28% 
White  Male Not Listed 4 1.13% 
White  Male Queer 1 0.28% 
White  Male Questioning 2 0.56% 
White  transgender (M) Heterosexual 1 0.28% 
White  Multiple Multiple 1 0.28% 
White  Multiple Other 0 0.00% 
White  
Prefer Not to 
Disclose Heterosexual 1 0.28% 
White  
Prefer Not to 
Disclose 
Prefer Not to 
Disclose 3 0.85% 
  Total 354 100.78% 



























l academics 1  0.28% 
   multiple 1  0.28% 
    academics 1 x 
    other 1 x 
   
university 
structure 1  0.28% 
  not listed multiple 1  0.28% 
    academics 1  
    
university 
structure 1  
 male 
heterosexua
l multiple 2  0.56% 
    academics 1 x 
    
university 
structure 2 x 
    
communicatio





l academics 1  0.28% 
   discrimination 1  0.28% 
   diversity 5  1.41% 
   multiple 6  1.69% 
    academics 1 x 
    
communicatio
n 1 x 
    positive 2 x 
    other 1 x 
    
university 
structure 3 x 
    community 2 x 
    survey 1 x 











e of Total 
Population 
   non traditional 1  0.28% 
   positive 2  0.56% 
   safety 1  0.28% 
   
university 
structure 6  1.69% 
      0.00% 
  not listed survey 1  0.28% 
 male gay academics 1  0.28% 
   multiple 1  0.28% 
    community 1 x 
    race/ethnicity 1 x 
  
heterosexua
l multiple 1  0.28% 
    academics 1 x 
    
university 
structure 1 x 
   survey 2  0.56% 
   
university 
structure 2  0.56% 
Hispanic female 
heterosexua
l academics 1  0.28% 
   multiple 3  0.85% 
    positive 2 x 
    community 1 x 
    diversity 1 x 
    LGBT 1  
    race/ethnicity 1 x 
    disabilities 1 x 
   non traditional 1  0.28% 
   other 1  0.28% 
   positive 1  0.28% 











e of Total 
Population 
  lesbian multiple 1  0.28% 
    positive 1 x 
    safety 1 x 
 male 
heterosexua
l academics 1  0.28% 
   multiple 1  0.28% 
    academics 1 x 
    positive 1 x 
   positive 2  0.56% 
   
university 
structure 3  0.85% 
 multiple gay multiple 1  0.28% 
    
communicatio
n 1 x 
    discrimination 1 x 
    community 1 x 
 
transgender 
male other multiple 1  0.28% 
    
communicatio
n 1 x 
    disabilities 1 x 
    LGBT 1 x 
    
university 
structure 1 x 
Multiple female 
heterosexua
l community 1  0.28% 
   diversity 3  0.85% 
   multiple 1  0.28% 
    discrimination 1 x 
    diversity 1 x 
    religion 1 x 
    race/ethnicity 1 x 











e of Total 
Population 
   survey 1  0.28% 
   
university 
structure 1  0.28% 
  multiple multiple 1  0.28% 
    LGBT 1 x 
    race/ethnicity 1 x 
  
prefer not to 
disclose multiple 1  0.28% 
    diversity 1  
    race/ethnicity 1 0.28% 
  queer 
university 
structure 1  0.28% 
 male gay survey 1  0.28% 
  
heterosexua
l academics 1  0.28% 
   discrimination 1  0.28% 
   multiple 2  x 
    positive 1 x 
    student life 1  
    
university 
structure 2 x 
   political views 1  0.28% 
   
university 
structure 1  0.28% 




prefer not to 
disclose academics 1  0.28% 
Not 
Listed male gay 
university 
structure 1  0.28% 
White female bisexual multiple 1  0.28% 
    discrimination 1 x 
    speech 1 x 











e of Total 
Population 
   
university 
structure 1  0.28% 
  
heterosexua
l academics 13  3.67% 
   
communicatio
n 1  0.28% 
   community 8  2.26% 
   disabilities 1  0.28% 
   gender 1  0.28% 
   diversity 4  1.13% 
   LGBT 0  0.00% 
   multiple 62  17.51% 
    academics 12 x 
    
communicatio
n 2 x 
    community 15 x 
    disabilities 6 x 
    discrimination 4 x 
    diversity 12 x 
    gender 1 x 
    LGBT 3 x 
    Non traditional 8 x 
    other 2 x 
    
political 
correctness 3 x 
    political views 3 x 
    positive 27 x 
    race/ethnicity 2 x 
    religion 2 x 
    safety 1 x 
    student life 8 x 











e of Total 
Population 
    
university 
structure 25 x 
   non traditional 5  1.41% 
   other 4  1.13% 
   positive 11  3.11% 
   religion 1  0.28% 
   safety 1  0.28% 
   student life 2  0.56% 
   survey 2  0.56% 
   
university 
structure 24  6.78% 
  lesbian multiple 3  0.85% 
    
communicatio
n 1 x 
    diversity 3 x 
    LGBT 1 x 
    race/ethnicity 1 x 
    positive 1 x 
  multiple multiple 2  0.56% 
    disabilities 1 x 
    LGBT 1 x 
    
university 
structure 1 x 
    academics 2 x 
    positive 1 x 
   other 1  0.28% 
   positive 1  0.28% 
   
university 
structure 2  0.56% 
  not listed academics 1  0.28% 
   
university 











e of Total 
Population 
  
prefer not to 
disclose multiple 3  0.85% 
    
university 
structure 2 x 
    positive 2 x 
    diversity 2 x 
    race/ethnicity 1 x 
    non traditional 1 x 
    community 1 x 
   
university 
structure 1  0.28% 
  questioning multiple 2  0.56% 
    community 1 x 
    race/ethnicity 1 x 
    positive 2 x 
    other 1 x 
 
genderquee
r queer diversity 1  0.28% 
 male bisexual community 1  0.28% 
   diversity 1  0.28% 
   multiple 1  0.28% 
    speech 1  
    
political 
correctness 1  
   non traditional 1  0.28% 
  gay multiple 1  0.28% 
    academics 1 X 
    LGBT 1 x 
   survey 1  0.28% 
   
university 
structure 1  0.28% 
  
heterosexua











e of Total 
Population 
   
communicatio
n 1  0.28% 
   community 3  0.85% 
   discrimination 2  0.56% 
   diversity 2  0.56% 
   gender 2  0.56% 
   LGBT 1  0.28% 
   multiple 33  9.32% 
    academics 6 x 
    
communicatio
n 2 x 
    community 4 x 
    disabilities 1 x 
    discrimination 6 x 
    diversity 6 x 
    LGBT 8 x 
    other 3 x 
    
political 
correctness 3 x 
    political views 4 x 
    positive 7 x 
    race/ethnicity 10 x 
    safety 1 x 
    speech 2 x 
    student life 3 x 
    survey 6 x 
    
university 
structure 9 X 
   non traditional 4  1.13% 
   other 2  0.56% 
   
political 











e of Total 
Population 
   political views 1  0.28% 
   positive 5  1.41% 
   religion 1  0.28% 
   speech 1  0.39% 
   survey 2  0.56% 
   
university 
structure 20  5.65% 
  multiple multiple 1  0.28% 
    community 1 X 
    disabilities 1 X 
  not listed community 1  0.28% 
   non traditional 1  0.28% 
   survey 1  0.28% 
   
university 
structure 1  0.28% 
  other multiple 1  0.28% 
    
political 
correctness 1 X 
    survey 1 X 
   other 1  0.28% 
  queer 
university 
structure 1  0.28% 
  questioning survey 1  0.28% 
   
university 





l positive 1  0.28% 





l positive 1  0.28% 
  
prefer not to 
disclose gender 1  0.28% 
   multiple 1  0.28% 











e of Total 
Population 
    
communicatio
n 1 x 
   survey 1  0.28% 
   Total 354 313 99.82% 
Table 8: Nested identities of race then gender then sexuality associated with narrative data codes 
